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Abstract 
The paper reports on findings of a comparative study exploring how beginning teachers form their understanding of the practical 
context of the school once they have graduated university-based initial teacher education and enter the field of professional 
practice. The research data was collected in Romania, Norway and England, over the period of one academic year in 2010-2011 
employing a survey inventory, interviews and document analysis. Findings of this study indicate that forming a relevant 
understanding of the learning taking place during early stages of professional practice requires approaches that dwell deep into 
the discoursive practices contextualized in inter-individual actions as well as those of the institutional, societal, cultural and 
historical grounds for learning actions.  
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1. Introduction 
A growing body of literature examines the ways in which the investments in teacher education could be made 
more efficient past the initial, university-based stages of it. In hopes to contribute, it is proposed here a synopsis on 
teachers’ learning based on the findings of a comparative approach to how beginning teachers are experiencing 
learning and professional identity being structured in the early stages of their professional practice. The focus is on 
discursive forms incorporating traditions, practices and activities of learning during transition from pre-service 
teacher education to the classroom professional practice.  
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2. Method  
Conducted between 2010 and 2012, the study proposed an innovative approach to understanding learning located 
in the initial teacher education programs. The attention was directed not only at what beginning teachers learn; it 
focused on capturing the dynamic between what and how they learn in transitioning from the university campus to 
the workplace. It was not intended to simply validate a research hypothesis promoting the virtues of a certain 
pedagogical conception. The intention was that of an approach to understanding learning responsive to the 
complexities of teachers’ internship in the workplace, placing the focus of research on capturing the dynamic of 
relationships between different formative agents (university, school-place) and on understanding how novices to the 
profession position themselves in the learning activity and how their understanding of the classroom practice forms 
and what the role and place are for the  various pedagogical tools they have experienced in their learning through the 
pre-service teacher education programs.  
Participants to the study were beginning teachers and teacher-mentors or practitioners with more than 3 years of 
professional experience in classrooms. The data collecting process in Romania included two components – one 
quantitative, survey type, one qualitative, conducted through semi-structured interviews. 137 beginning teachers and 
64 experienced teacher responded to questionnaires requiring them to appreciate on 5 points Lickert informing the 
research on possible correlations between teachers’ learning styles, professional satisfaction, conceptions of learning 
and teaching. 10 beginning teachers (two male, eight women) and 10 experienced teachers participated between 
October 2010 and October 2011 in semi-structured interviews exploring their experiences in the school settings in 
working alongside their more or less experienced colleagues. It was intended a variation in the distribution of voices 
over the span of subjects in the curriculum, so the group of teachers included male and female participants teaching 
in different curricular areas (including subjects not included in national examinations).  
In Norway the data included voice-recorded semi-structured interviews with eight beginning teachers, four 
teacher mentors, one trainer appointed by an university to work in a partnership project for mentoring newly 
qualified teachers and two school principals. The interviews with the participants in Norway were conducted during 
May-June 2011. In England six beginning teachers and four teacher mentors agreed to take part in semi-structured 
interviews, and two newly qualified teachers and their mentors accepted to have their by-monthly mentoring 
sessions being observed and voice-recorded, between September and November 2011. Interviews with them were 
conducted pre and post observed sessions.  
In addition to all data from interviews and observed mentoring sessions, documents relevant to the discursive 
practices at national, institutional and departmental level were analyzed for the purposes of a study which took as a 
unit of analysis the dynamic between individual and collective discursive practices shaping the learning trajectories 
of beginning teachers in the early stages of their professional practice.  
In order to have a comparative perspective over the learning contextualized in the experiences of participants 
from the three countries, the unit of analysis was set at the level of the institutional practice as the context of activity 
(Hedegaard, 2009) for learning in the induction programs. From an institutional perspective, the context of activity 
is made of recurrent structures of traditions situated in institutional practices. From the person’s standpoint, the 
context of activity is made of recurrent social situations to which the learner participates along others. Having set the 
unit of analysis at the level of the context of activity allows for understanding the relations between the individual 
actions and the conditions and social requirements on those actions, mediated through the objects institutionalized in 
specific practices. Learning and development have thus been conceptualized and explored by focusing attention on 
the activities of those who learn and the requirements on their performances and conduct in the institutional 
practices. What was intended is a comparative perspective over what brings together and what differentiates 
approaches and understandings of learning and professional identity in the European arena comprised in the 
practices and culture of the three countries included in our study. The paper presented here only concentrates on 
certain aspects and findings in the comparative study.  
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3. Findings discussed 
On a broad observation level, it could be noticed that programs of learning and support addressing the formative 
needs of beginning teachers are, at European level, in the course of development, with a fast-paced, highly 
unpredictable dynamic of strategy transformations. The example with the greatest illustrative power in this respect is 
that of England, where after an effort of over two decades in the direction of setting the professional standards, the 
most recent developments of the political discourse on education promote ideas of granting more curricular freedom 
to schools that qualify for the status of academies (Act of Academies, 2010) along with the freedom of engaging in 
teaching people with no teaching education and/or experience. Reformist trends are identifiable in the political 
discourses in Norway and Romania. For the latter, the proposed reforms aim specifically at the pre-service teacher 
education programs, the most recent governmental proposals in political discourses (albeit un-objectified in practical 
action by 2013) prompting the idea of a teacher education national curriculum shifting from bachelor to master 
degree. Norway constitutes a space of reformist tensions where the negotiation of teachers’ professional identity 
seems to be at stake. In neither of the other two countries in this comparative exercise a more obvious tension in this 
respect could be found. Initiatives reminiscing the reforms in the 1980s in public management (cf. Windinge, 2001) 
promote nowadays a drift of change blending the principles of a managerial culture rooted in centralization with 
decentralized actions directed at eliciting problem-solving capacities. Performance markers are set at national level, 
yet the actual route to improving results on those markers is left to the municipalities to decide upon.  Trust in 
planning at general level is therefore replaced with trust in assessing the results of proposed actions, allowing for 
adjustments and corrections of action plans in due time (Hedegaard, 2007, p.116). In education, this kind of 
ideology, and the policy that follows, engage opposition and manifested reaction on the part of those defending the 
traditions of the Norwegian school, relying on a culture of trust and not on control exercised through standardization 
and professional markers of performance (Kubow & Fossum, 2006).  
At organizational and structural levels the discursive practices in the three countries is one marked by variations. 
The main characteristic of the Romanian discourse on setting up support systems for the learning of beginning 
teachers is marked by lack of resources. Albeit granted at the political level of discourse, the support through 
dedicated mentoring of newly qualified teachers entering the professional settings is not to be encountered in the 
actual schools settings. Starting off in the teaching profession is for the better part of newly qualified teachers a time 
of fractioned participation in several schools’ institutional practices, as most beginning teachers start off by 
substituting for other teachers (who for various reasons may have taken a leave of absence) and make up for their 
teaching load by teaching their subject in various schools. What Mutton et al. (2010) have noted as an increase in 
their sense of responsibility stemming out of newly qualified teacher taking over whole class-groups as a marker of 
definitive distinction between the induction through pre-service teacher education programs and induction during 
the early stages of professional practice (in England, a period known as the “NQT year”), is for the Romanian 
beginning teachers altered in a particular way – the full responsibility is not yet assumed, as the beginning teacher is 
still on a temporary engagement situation, yet a certain level of increase in the responsibility taken can be noted, as 
the beginning teacher is bound to face on his own the challenges of learning in the classroom, with no mentoring or 
any other type of support in place, in the school. The language employed in interviews by the Romanian participants 
in this study, presents evidences of an extremely limited access to the resources distributed in the discursive 
practices of the schools where they work. The episodic stays in the schools along with not having any partners to 
engage with in dialogues about problems of practice in the classroom are relevant impediments with restricting 
effects on beginning teachers’ professional agencies. The epicentre in their narrative attempts at structuring 
professional identities is that of a provisory professional identity, informed by the transitory nature of their positions 
in the schools and in the profession. All of the beginning teachers who took part in interviews declare that teaching 
is for them a job, not a career: “the job I need before I take a position in my specialty” - the latter naming the field of 
professional practice the newly qualified teacher has a bachelor degree in (i.e. arts, theology, etc), aside from the 
teacher education certificate and positioned as the relevant and primary source of professional identity.  Beginning 
teachers borrow from the discursive practices informing learning in those other fields of practice, out-of-the-school, 
which make up for the beginning teacher’s specialization and position pedagogical knowledge and subject 
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knowledge in a dichotomy. The quantitative data collected with Romanian participants to the study informs on 
significant differences between beginning and experienced teachers referring to the possible correlations between 
their pedagogical conceptions, their learning styles and level of satisfaction with learning and working opportunities 
in Romanian schools (Mitescu Lupu, 2011, 2012). Findings indicate that beginning teachers attribute a significantly 
higher importance to external affective and cognitive guidance, placing emphasis on the importance of having 
experienced mentors providing explicit feedback and extrinsic motivations in their learning, than do their more 
experienced colleagues. This places emphasis on learning features with significant meaning for how support should 
be framed in the early stages of their professional practice. Instead, qualitative analysis indicates that despite 
political discourses granting every beginning teacher in Romania the right to support through dedicated mentoring, 
in the actual practice not even one example of mentoring could be found in the schools included in our comparative 
study. Analysis of the language beginning and experienced teachers employ in exploring in interviews various issues 
of learning and experiences in the school setting and in working alongside their more or less experienced colleagues 
indicates that left to „swim or sink”, beginning teachers build narrative professional identities drawing on the 
discursive resources of other professional practices than teaching, specifically those related to their subject 
knowledge. At the same time a disregarding view over the pedagogical discourse is maintained, knowledge and 
knowledge uses pertaining to pedagogy being positioned as only instrumental to those contexts in which control is 
exercised from the outside (i.e. the Inspectorates). A professional identity in teaching is positioned as transitory from 
both the perspective of how teaching is understood and from the perspective of planning professional careers on 
medium and long-term. Most beginning teachers in this research have stated that they regard the role as a 
transitional one, in the wait for a position in the field of professional practice for which they have majored through 
the bachelor or master degree.  
The Norwegian and the English contexts of learning and support for beginning teachers present a different 
picture in structure and organizational aspects. In England the system of mentoring the newly qualified teachers 
(NQT) is highly informed by a culture of evidence placing emphasis on professional standards. The mentoring 
programs are set up as regional level and having the local authorities in a position of control concerning the 
organizational and guiding aspects of mentoring. On the Norwegian scene diverse forms of organizing the program 
of induction can be identified in different municipalities, discursive practices at institutional level being comparable 
on the extent to which they make visible the tensions between the traditions of the Unified School and recent 
tendencies towards a culture of evidence shifting from assessing the process of learning and teaching to assessing 
the results, as an indicator of quality in the professional exercise.  
In both Norway and England could be noted a tight connection between the intentions, procedures and priorities 
of pre-service teacher education programs and geographically related programs of induction and mentoring offered 
to newly qualified teachers (in the same region as the previous educational program in the initial teacher education 
scheme of support). In Norway representatives of universities are often in the position of participating in induction 
schemes offering to newly qualified teachers in different municipalities the opportunity to either repeat some of the 
lectures in pre-service teacher education and go deeper in exploring certain theoretical aspects of pedagogical 
knowledge, or opportunities to attend structured discussion sessions gathering teacher mentors and beginning 
teachers in reflection groups engaging with a variety of classroom issues under the guidance of university 
representatives coaching for collaborative approaches to various topics of discussion in those groups. Furthermore, 
in study there were situations where university teachers where invited in induction schemes to function as 
counsellors to teacher-mentors in forming a relevant understanding and developing relevant approaches to the 
requirements and specificity of learning through the early stages of professional practice, for the benefit of the NQT 
the mentors were working with. In the language of the Norwegian participants in the study, learning was understood 
as dialogue between professionals with different levels of experience. Interest in negotiating beginning teachers’ 
professional identities is shaped as participation and agency affirming actions instantiated by novices engaged in 
constructing their identity. Ready-made identities are not accepted; nor are discursive instantiations propelling 
policy formula and curricular approaches in favour of the delivery of pre-elaborated identity projects.  
The situation is somehow different in England, a preoccupation for continuing learning practices that are 
subjected to rigorous control against already established professional standards, thoroughly describing what it is 
expected in terms of results, at each stage in the development of professional knowledge through the initial teacher 
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education, including the early stages of professional practice – commonly referred to as “the NQT year”.  A possibly 
related effect noticed in this study was that of a less agentic positioning of the self on the part of NQT participants 
from England, in the actions of learning and school activities they were engaged in exploring in the interview 
situations and in the observed mentoring sessions. The observed mentoring sessions lead us to hypothesise that 
where there is a connection between the two types of mentoring (internship for pre-service teacher education and 
internship for newly qualified teachers) in the school, the discursive practices in mentoring NQT are drawing on the 
formative resources of mentoring pre-service student-teachers. Learning is instantiated as practicing in a 
progressively informed manner the desirable professional behaviour, in a fairly predictable process and rhythm of 
increasing professional performance thus understood. The learning trajectory is projected as gradual shift from 
explicit, behaviouristic guidance regarding fulfilment of professional standards to more autonomous cognitive and 
behavioural conduct, capable of considering in all complexity the issues related to activities in the classrooms. 
Research literature indicates in its more recent outputs (see Mutton et al., 2010; Edwards, 2010) an increased 
attention being paid to relevant concerns in regard of these practices. It is recommended that learning in the 
workplace becomes increasingly more of a reflection –in –action approach relying on pedagogy of collaboration.  
The notion of collaboration is vastly used, yet not in all situations the practice of collaboration in learning in the 
workplace are rigorously questioned and deeply understood. In the mentoring of newly qualified teachers 
collaboration may often be understood as help or support being provided to the novice – in most cases the only 
participant in the formative encounter who’s denomination is that of learner (Tanggaard, 2005). This may imply a 
role distribution placing emphasis on the transfer of expertise and power being uni-directional in the collaborative 
situation. The implications for how collaboration is being understood and practiced in the formative encounter are 
often easily overlooked.   
Edwards proposes exploring the multitude of meanings and approaches to the notion of professional expertise 
(2010), observing that it may be helpful moving away from psychological interpretations explaining expertise as 
interpreting, assessing and proposing a response to a given problematic situation, and closer to conceptualizations 
placing emphasis on a relational approach to problem-posing and problem-solving in professional practices. In 
Edwards’s terms, professional expertise can be thought of as an ability to make visible what matters to you as a 
professional and negotiate interpretations and responses to complex problems, incorporating what others have to 
offer (2010, p.21). What it is proposed here is an alternative to understanding professionals as heroes who are 
attributed their statuses based on their ability to work autonomously (Edwards, 2010, p.61). This new perspective 
employs a form of conjoined professional agency, with an increased power capital and for which the work is always 
done together with others in the direction of reaching negotiated targets and results. This is, in Edwards’ terms the 
relational agency (2010). It is to this meaning of relational agency and its argued place in the space of manifested 
professional agency and expertise, that - it is hereby argued – that changes in approaches of mentoring newly 
qualified teachers  Mutton et al. (2010) are suggesting, is aligning to. Mutton et al. (2010) argues that formative 
efforts through mentoring focusing on dialogical approaches organized around the priorities of reaching the 
professional standards should be prolonged in collaborative approaches engaging less or more experienced 
professionals in producing relevant responses to collectively addressed problems in the school setting. The 
formative resources of such an approach reside in aligning progressively informed, mature and empirically situated 
personal proposals instantiated by novices to those of their more experienced colleagues in the school.  
The collaborative, dialogical approaches with mutual formative benefits for all categories of professionals 
participating are a practice common to certain discussion groups and mentoring in Norway. In the Romanian 
repertoire of practices for professional insertion of debutant teachers not one example of such an approach could be 
noted.  
The notion of agency was defined in psychology as the ability to identify the purposes to which one may direct 
their actions and to assess the extent to which those actions lead to successful accomplishment of purposes or not 
(Taylor, 1977). Edwards (2005, 2010) employs a socio-cultural framework and activity theory conceptual resources 
to define the notion of professional expertise and to introduce a dimension of agency focusing on the interactions in 
purposeful actions and on how these interactions are mediated through shared knowledge generated in social 
practices. The relational agency can be understood as a collaborative effort to interpret the problem-space (i.e. 
pupils’ learning trajectories through various stages of development and in relation to various forms of support) in 
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ways mediated by concepts that matter for each participant with the result that individual interpretations along with 
the problem space itself (the object being collaboratively worked upon) are in course of expansion. Mutual 
attunements of the interpretations of, and of responses to, the object of activity that are made by the practitioners are 
mediated by the common knowledge that has been built up by the professionals (Edwards, 2010, p.66). 
Although Edwards made a point of relational agency not being reducible to any form of apprenticeship, the 
author admits that apprenticeships can incorporate aspects of relational agency. The dynamic, as Søreide (2006) 
remarks in her study on narrative construction of teachers’ professional identity, is one of co-constructing identities, 
a process in which novices are active participants and not simply recipients of pre-planned identity scripts.  
The manifestation of relational agency in teaching as a form of expressed professional expertise becomes visible 
in the manner of teachers’ negotiating professional identities, progressively more sensitive to the complexity of the 
problem-spaces in the school and classrooms. Novices participate in learning and professional development which 
can be understood as practiced, continuous negotiation of progressively more fluid and capable of visualization (as 
in planning, as Mutton and colleagues suggest) in relation to the problems in the school activity. This type of 
learning can be understood as a conjugated effort to produce, negotiate and probe possible answers to two types of 
inquiry, each made of two sets of questions; one inquiry type proposes a view over the collective discursive forms - 
„Why  and How  is this done here?” (referring to institutional practice); the other prompting a conscious interest in 
the personal discursive forms: „Why and How am I doing this?” (referring to the individual perspective on the 
problem space, connecting a preoccupation to position both one’s own identity and position the contextual, 
collective discursive practice). In the overlapping and meeting points of the searches for possible answers to each of 
the two inquiry levels, a third set of questions may be rising: „Why are we doing this here?” and „How are we 
doing this here?”. In this third inquiry set resides the possibility of relational agency emerging and becoming 
measurable, depending on how participants in the context of activity structure and negotiate professional identities 
for themselves, drawing on resources available in the professional practices.   
The data and analyses in this comparative study prompt this researcher to argue that in the learning experienced 
by novice teachers in the early stages of professional practice, new-comers to the profession are actively engaged in 
exploring answers to each inquiry set. Carefully balancing the individual and collective Whys and Hows (motives 
and knowledge uses) in the learning trajectories of various professional and academic settings appears to be of 
crucial importance, as this comparative analysis shows that over-weighting either may  result into diminishing 
relational agencies and learning agencies.   
The disequilibrium between the two inquiry sets is visible in the language in positioning identity as peripheral 
and in alterations of the teacher’s sense of agency, power and efficacy. In the language of Romanian beginning 
teachers taking part in this study this disequilibrium became visible in  the speakers’ preoccupation for identifying 
spaces for affirming professional identity and professional agency through producing their own proposals for action 
in the classroom, fairly isolated, on occasions even opposing the school’s pedagogical stances on classroom 
practices; denied from opportunities to engage in dialogical explorations of problem-spaces related to the school and 
classroom practice, the Romanian novice teachers in this study position themselves as dedicated learners trying to 
cope with the imperatives of finding answers to the Why and How questions, in the best way they possibly can. In 
doing so, left out to either “swim or sink”, it is often that they engage with drawing on the formative solutions 
proposed in the discursive practices shaping learning opportunities in other fields of professional practice than 
teaching, favouring the practices related to their subject-knowledge (arts, sports, etc). The school’s pedagogical 
discursive instantiations are positioned as distant linguistic tools employed in legitimizing one’s actions, when in 
contexts of professional assessment and control (i.e. periodical school inspections, practiced by School Inspectorates 
in Romania). The relational agency is not visible and the learning agency is diminished. 
Where an equilibrium between the two inquiry sets is being sought for, the worked upon relational agency 
becomes visible and so do collaborative, dialogical instantiations of learning agencies. In the language of teachers 
having an opportunity to engage in learning practices shaped along the lines of searching for equilibrium between 
the two inquiry sets, professional identities are narratively constructed in discursive instantiations forms made of 
dialogical opportunities, engaging people in different social worlds with different social practices and various tools, 
procedures and priorities with learning tasks where diverse knowledge & knowledge uses in academia and 
workplace are confronted, analyzed, experienced and (re)created.  
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4. Concluding remarks 
Findings of a comparative study exploring learning situated in the early experiences of teachers in the workplace 
indicate that the ways in which beginning and experienced teachers position themselves and position others in the 
activity of learning within the school-context, as well as their understanding of what learning and mentoring are as 
specific activities are highly dependant on a variety of aspects relating to the institutional, cultural and historical 
trajectories of the emergent discursive practices they operate with within the context of the school-based learning 
activities. Whilst instantiations of support for beginning teachers’ learning shaped in a variety of induction 
programs, in place at municipality or county levels, are common to Norway and England, in Romania the ‘swim or 
sink’ understanding of learning comes as the sine-qua-non setting of development for beginning teachers, heavily 
relying on cultural traditions grounded in a ‘transmission of knowledge’ rationale for inducing new-comers into the 
profession. Forming a relevant understanding of the learning taking place during early stages of professional 
practice requires approaches that dwell deep into the discoursive practices contextualized in inter-individual actions 
as well as those of the institutional, societal, cultural and historical grounds for learning actions. 
In the proposed comparative perspective taking an interest on what is happening and how is happening in terms 
of learning and support for new-comers in the teaching profession in cultures and practices elsewhere, the 
Norwegian and English dialogical experiences in this study inform of workplace learning that is understood as a 
collective enterprise engaging in dynamic, mutual transformations, the individuals and their social worlds along with 
all the problem-spaces in which they engage in building shared interpretations and producing tools to operate with, 
in working through the tensions in the learning activities in the school setting.  
A finer-grained approach to understanding personal and collective motives (why) and their dynamic (how) 
relationship to the object of collaboration proves fruitful to understanding that individual participants to the training 
practices located in specific work environments (i.e. as are schools for teachers) act and react with flexibility to the 
myriad of relations and actions inherent to learning and practicing the educational role in the school organization. 
Unpacking these responses along with their motives may be informing and instrumental to promoting more relevant 
forms of support, possibly more responsive to learning habitual conceptions, misconceptions and practices of 
individual actors, in hope once recognized and valued these motives would prompt learners to take ownership of the 
individual and collective, short-term and long-term implications for teachers’ participation to learning whether in 
school or elsewhere.  
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